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ABSiRACT

: This paper examines negative incorporation in various
'lects of two historically related sign languages, French Sign
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contipuum between French Sign Language and american 'Sign Language,
despite heavy restructuring; and to demonstrate the influences of
social variables on 1anguage variation and ehange, especially
illustrating the progr9551ve rcle of women in sign language change
and {he ccnsgervative forces in French Sign Language as compared with
American Sign Language. (Author/CLK)
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Abstract. This paper examines Negative Incorporation in

various lects of two historically related sign languages, French

Sign Language and American Sign Language. Negative Incorporation ~

. not only offerS.interesting insights into the structure of I"rench

&
and American Sign Language, but also into the descriptive and

explanatory power of variation theory. By viewing Negative

Incorporation in a dynamic framework, we are able to describe

the variable usage of Negative Incorporation as a phonological
process in French Sign Language and as a grammatical process
in American Sign_La‘l"l\gu/aQe, to argue for possible early. creoli~
zation in Americaﬁ Sign Language, to show the historical continuum

between French Sign Language and American Sign Language des-

' pite heavy restructuring, and to demonstrate the influences of

socia} variables on language variation and change, especially
illustrating the progressive role of women in sign language change
and the conservative forCes in French Sign. Language as compared
with American Sign Language {sociolinguistics, Sign language,

creolization, linguistic ¢hange).
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1.0 Introduction. In this paper, vire will examine Negative

- sign lénguages in use in the U.S. before 1816, that S before

Incorporation in various lects of two historically relatéd sign

languages, Frenoh-Sign Language (FSL) and American 51gn

Language (ASL). The framework for the analysis 15 theé :dy'namic

sociolinguistic paradigm discussed by Bailey (1973) and otherg

(Bickerton 1975, Fasold 1975). This will allow us to demonstra t

the ways ih which Negative Incorpcration reveals insjghts intg

the dynamic nature of' languége )}ariation in FSL and ASL and

into the power of social variablee in influencing langdge use,
Before discus sino informants, data, and analySis, it will

be useful to review briefly- the historical relationship betweén

FSL and ASL. ASL is historically related to the French Sign

“"Language of the early nineteenth century. In 1816, 'I'H Gallg®et.

a hearing American who had learned FSL, and L. ClerC, a deaf
French man, brought FSL to the U.S. Popular opiniop States thﬁt

ASL later developea from FSL, but there is informa'tior1 that : e

/.\/

.

suggests that FSL was creolized with a sign language Or lanQUagQ‘&\ \

already existing in the U.S. before 1816 (Woodward 1376a,b), C

It has been hypothesized (Woodward 1976b) that there werg

FSL was brought to the U.S. Because of poor tranSpoftation 2” .

and the absence of any schools for the deaf in the U.sS. ,2 theg#

Iy



languages probably had great regional variations and more than
likely were niutuall? unintelligizble + It appears that FSL was
creolized with eacisting varieties of sign language in the U.S.,
producing modern ASL. Evidence for this appéars In'e.a study
(Woodward 1976b) coemparing m'odern.“Parisian FSL with modern
-ASL. 872 moderp Frenéh signs were researched., 42.7% o-f thesé
) .

were_ fo“lu“nd to be non-cognates, that is they.had no formati_ona:l_'
or semantic relationship “to Am-erican signs.

The study furthermo;'e showed that existing procedL}res of
glottochronology would date the arrival of FSL in America between
132 BC to thé3 AD with a 9»0% level. of confidenCe.3 This great
difference may be explained through creolization, since massive
changes occurring in the process of creolization can ﬁappen much'
faster than natural internal language change. The presence of
fairly substant‘ial amounts of restructurings iiké n}'etathesis,also

supported the theory of early creolization of FSL upon its arrival

in the U.S.

2 9 Déta and Informants. Woodward (1973,f4) discussed Negative
Inéorporation in American Sign Language. ASL has several verbs

1t -~ may be négated by a bound outward twisting rﬁovement of the
moving hand(s) _from the place where the sign is made. Five ASL '
verbs that‘ \}ariably undergo Negative Incorporatioﬁ were researched

by Woodward (1973, 74): GOOD, HAVE, KNOW, LIKE, WANT.

4




—

This paper tests FSL cognates for these sam® five verbs to ]
‘determire if FSL also has a Negative vIncorpSration rule similar
to ASL. |
Data for f;his study was collected from 144 Americar deaf -
signers4 in 1973 by Woodward and froﬁ 60 French d'ea-f signers
during the summer of .19-7‘5 by Woodward and DeSantis, There were
7 108 deaf informants fro}n: the northeastern United States (Washington,
D.C.; Maryland, and New York) and 36 from the nofthweSté;!I U.S.
(Mcntana and Washington) . The Arﬁerican déaf informantsﬁ were
gelected according to th}ee social fﬂ_act&s: whether or not they; -
had deaf parents, whether they learned signs before or after the
age of six, and wheti’ler or not they attended any cco-llege . Of the
108 inform.af'lts from the northeast, 27 had deaf parents and 81 ‘
had hearing parents, 56 learned signs pefore the. age of six and 52
learned signs after ;che age of six, 44 h§d attended some College
and 64 had attended no college. Of the 36 northx)vestern infoménts ,
6 had deaf parents and 30 had hea;ing g_arents ' ZK4 learned signs
before the age of six énd‘ 12 learned signs after the age of six, gnd
17 had attended some college, while 19 had attended no college.
The 60 French deaf informants for this study weré chosen ¢
primarily on the basis of region, i2 informants were from Paris,

10 from Toulouse, 23 f1:om Albil, and 15 from Marseilles. Nine

" of the informants had deaf parents afd 51 had hearing parents.

5




We were not able to obtain information orr the age of sign language
acquisition for all informants. 1The variable of college education is
totally supérfluoud for Frenc‘.h— informants, since Frenc!: deaf people
are protibited from attending any college in Fre'nce.

3.1 American Signs. The five American verbs found to undergo

Negative Incorporation were tested for the northeastern and north- -
western informants in two studies (Woodward 1973,74). Responses "
of informants were found jo be implicationally ordered as shown

in Table 1l with 97% scalabitity 'fof northe,astern informan;ﬁ.

Lect HAVE LIKE WANT KNOW GOOD Northeastern Northwestern

1 + + + + 4+ 17 o2
2 - + + + + v 23 - 14
3 - - + + + 50 7
[\~]
4 - - - + + 17 !
5 - - - - 4 8 ’ y:
6 - - - - - 0 0
Total _. . 18 36

Table 1: Megative Incorporation for American Signers.

3.11 Features Conditioning the Variation in ASL. We have swon

that the Negative Incorporation rule applies for signers first in

the environment of GOOD, second in the environment of Iu;’( W,
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third in the environment of WANT, fourth in tfxe_ environment of

LIKE, and fifth in the environment of HAVE,

We hypothesize,_that there are phonological features that are

simi] »r in these five verbs, and tha;t are conditioning the variatiébn.

Table 2 shows the phonological features necessary to.distinguish -

-

thesc verbs.

HAVE

~

+out -

Feature LIKE WANT KNOW GOOD |

Face -face -face -face +face . #face

“Trunk +trunk *+trunk  -trunk. —tﬁnk -trunk
, Outward —oﬁt -Fout - ~out ;out

Movement

6\

Table 2: Features on Negative Inéomora:ting Verbs.

From Table 2 we see that it is possible to weight thesé features, as~-

signing tothat featu_re that influences operation of the rule most

frequently. To successively less importarit environmental features

we can assign , , etc. Table 3 shows the proper weighting

of features.

WANT

w

KNOW GOOD

" Feature ' HAVE LIKE
Face face face
Trunk trunk trunk trunk
Outward . out out
Movement

Tableh3: Wei@ted Features on Negative Incorporating Verbs.



We are.now only beginning to approach a nafural phonology
of sign languages based on physmlogical (Battison 1974, Siple
1973), developmental (MclIntire 1974), and historical (Frishberg
1975, Woodward & Erting 1975) princmles. Rationalefor these
featurés is tentative but in line with research in naturalness in
sign phonology.

NegP tive Incorporation requires an outward twisting movemént
of thé hand(s) from the place where the sign 1.;, made. These negative
signs require more oomplex movement than their pos\itive count;r—
parts. Siple (1973;) has shown that because of COnstraint§ on ~
visual’ perception snigns on the face can ailow much more complex
hand configurations and movements than signs made oﬁ other parts

of the body. Signs made on the trurnk appear to allow the least

complex configurations and movements. Signs already containing

" an outward movement in their positive form are also favored for

WS

Negative Incorporatlon because of economy of effort

.
>

3.12 Correlatlon of Linguistic and Social Variatlon in American

‘Signers. The use of Negative Incorporation for American signers

does not corre}ate with-the variables of pafentage, age of sign
language acquisition, or college education.S However, the

relative use of Negative Incorporation doeg, corf_e_late with region,

‘Table 4 shows the distribution of northeastern and nox:thwestern

i'nforman‘t»sliin lectal patterns.



Lects Northeé sterrn Northwestern
- T

-2, . 40 37%) " 26 (72.2%)

3-6 " 68 (63%) - 10 (27.8%) - -

Table 4: Me.mbership in Lects for American Infomiants by Region.

. A chi squaye test of thié dataw shows a dependency ré}auonship'_
at‘b .005 Q2=11.99, df=1) fox; z;egion.- Norﬂ:xweétern signe}é
‘patterr‘l primarily in lects 1-2 ’ whié:h use Negativé Incorporation
in the most envirér;rrienfs. Northea s_tern. signers pattern primarily
in l_ects 3-6 which ﬁse less Negative Incoréoration. This dif—
ferenc;e may be due to the factlthat there is considerably more

pfessure in D.C., because of Gallaudet College, to medify one's

sig_ning to approximate English more closely. As signring approaches

r - -

English, it loses Negative Incorporation., Hearing signers also _
use sighiﬁcantly less Negative Incorporation than acai signers
(e .005, x2=10.01, df=1, Woodward 1974).

3.2  TFrench Signs . The five French cognates wer_é tested to seé

if they underwent Negative Incorporation. With the exception of
GOOD, all cognates did undergo -variable Negative Incorporation.
‘The 1mplicationa1 pattern of the four verbs was the same for French

signers as for American signers. With 4 signs and 60 informants

there was a’total' of 240 responses. There were 14 exceptions to
“ _
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. this implication, ylelding a 5.8% rate of excléption or a 94.2%
rate of scability. Table 5 shows the pattern and the number of
infonn_ants in each lect.

!

Lect HAVE LIKE WANT KNOW  Number

1 + -t ' o+ + 21 N
“ 2 - + o+ T 26
. o 3 T -~ + + 4
4 - - - T+ 6
T . . R s
Total - - . 60

Table 5: Negati\;e Incorporation for French Signe'rs".
There is an 1nteresting problem with the data; If Negative

€

Incorporatlon in FSL and ASL is undergomg the, same basic patterns
of variatlox: in four verbs why is there the problem of GOOD and
BAD? Americans use Negative Ingorporationr cagegorically with
GOOQOD to produce B?}D;' but“French signers caéegoric',aily do not
use Negative Incorporation with GOOD. The FSL sign BAD i2 not

formationally related to GOOD, it is a completelys_epérate lexical

* ‘

item. 6

'What‘ we hypothesize is that Negative Incorporation began
’1n FSL before’ 1816 as a process of phonological assﬁnﬂation affecting

in particular the signs KNOW, WANT, LIKE, and HAVE] in that order.

= v >




Whe: FSL was brought to America and mixed or. creolized with

existing varieties of sign language in the'U.S., Negative Incor-

. - —
.~ ~

’ poration was restructured as a grammatical process affecting the

" same four verbs and later GOOD i~ ASL Let us look at this

‘ hypothesis in a little more detail

- o

Negat1ve Incorporation is a phonologi,cal prccess in FSL.
Word order in old and modrrn FSL is Verb + NOT ESL NO'I-' is
produced in neutral space in front of the body with aG “andshape ";5

. (index finger extended from the fist). - The index finget points s

8 upward and che palm is outward from the body. . The G'hand
- i

moves repeatedly from s1de te sive. - In Negative Incorporation‘

FSL NOT assmilates loc*ation and handshape to that of the pre-

ceding verb sign and loses its movement. This results in an

outward twisting movement (‘to obtain the outward orientation of. ¢

‘FSL NOT) from the: place where the verb sign is made. Thus these .

-

negated sigris have the same phonological su'ucture in F§L and‘ !

ASI,. However, assimilation adequately descri‘bes the process of

Negative Incorporation in FSL but not in ASL. - ’ - a
Thls assimilation began affecting FSL verbs KNQW ' WAN'I‘

LIKE, HAVE in that order before 18 16. Otherwise, ,th,ere could -

be no Negative Incorporabion in ASL, since ASL ;TOT has n\o ’ -

< formational relationship to FSL NOT. ASL NOT probably “ame . . -

-

2



. because of its pho_nolog_ical t:‘haracteristics . _Fina115‘ri Negat-ive

gra‘mrnatical.’rulein AS‘."c'omes frem obserxiation of childre'rf's i

This ch11d used the overgenerahza§ from. *DON' T—i.OVE 7 It is

Sy

4

from some’ signrvariety, in America ,- since old and modern FSL
do not hav'e cogneites~ for ASL NOT. ASL NOT may havg been
in competition | for a. time with FSL NOT in America ,rhowever'
ASL NCT appears to ha \.re’wg,n’fairly quic;klﬁf. ‘i‘he‘ assimilated
Negative forms of KNOW, WANT, LIKE ,4 and HAVE remained as
single nnits in ASL,. ‘

. &

These lexical units became generalizeé into a 'gramm'c{tical~

rule in ’ASI,;.with the Negative Incorporation of ASL GOOD into

~ . - v

" ASL BAD during the creoliz_ation of FSL ‘and existing varieties

<

of signing in the U.S. FSL and ASL GOOD are cognates. FSL

o

BAD Pecame ASL WORSE Creohzed ASL then had no smgle “ A
b . '

lf‘x1cal uflit for BAD or this unit lost in competit on with BAD
as a Nedgative Incorpora‘tion of ‘uOOZ;D. GQOD then gradu‘ally .

moved to 1ts _app'ro%iatehplace.in the implicational pattern .

.

-

Incoxjporation ‘of ASL GOOD has becomg categorical.

.,
Y

Further support for the salience’of the Negative Incorporation -

signing in which it is overgeneralized There have been repcrted

«

| "overgenerahzations by a child who already had the full implication. :

.

.
1

also interesting to note that, hearing’si,c,{ners, once they_ realize ‘

“~

° ’ : v N

’
.
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that Negative Incorpc 1tion can apply to several verbs in ASL,

- begin making hypercorrections, e.g. *D'ON'T*.THINK.

3.2]1 Features Conditiching the Variation jn FS,. BeC@use the
implicational patterns of Tyariatioh were thg Same for the signs
that underwent Negative Incorporation in both French and American

Sigh Language, the same weighted featureg ¢@n be postulated
(s - . [ :

* for both the French and\A;merican signs.B This gtrengthens the

\
\

argument for the naturalness of the phonolggiCal features that
conditicn the variation. B

3.22  Correlation of Linguistic and Sociww;n French

Signers. The use of Negative Incorporation fOr French Signers
does not porrelate with the variables of parentage or region. :
However, the rela+ive use of Negative IncOrPQratlon in FSL does

correlate with sex. Table 6 shdws the dlstribution of male and

female French informants in lectal patterns .

Kl 14

.Lectsyﬂ ‘Male Feale .
- 1-2 27°(69.2%) . 20 (96.2%)

3-5_ 12 (30.8%) 1 4.8%)

Tablglsz Membership in Lects for Frehch'mformants by Sex.

A chi.rsquare test of this data reveels a dependency relationship at
p .05 (x2*4 01, df=1)for sex. Fémale sigl’lers use More Negative
IncorporatiOn-than male signers . This is3n im;eresting development,

since this is the first time a sex difference has been demonstrated_ ‘

13
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empirically for a sign language. This sex¥ differencé in FSL
patterns very nicely wi;ch" what is known about sex differentjation n
in oro” languages. Labov (19 72) -points outA that women are

ly ahead of men in relation tc 1uistic change., This is h
s.actly what we find h‘ere._ Negat, . mcof‘poration in FSL ijs still
a type of assimilation for- erenc.h si'gners; it §s a typé of 1atn"guage
change. Sihnce women are using more negatively ;ssimilated

forms than men, they are using new linguistic forms mere than

males.

4.0 Conclusion. This paper has examined the process Of

Negative Incorporatioh in both French and American Sign Language.

o

The patterns of variability were shown to be the same for the signs: .

KNOW, WANT, LIKE, and HAVE. For the 144 American signers

" and the GObFre‘nch signers: 1) signs madé on the face unndergof .
Negative Incorporation more often fhan éigﬁs tha-f are’mad'el else-

where; 2) signs that are not made on the frunk undergo Negative

<

Incorporation more often than signs that are made on the trunk;

) )

3) 's'igns,,containing an outward movement in théir positive forms

A

undérgq- Negative ‘Incorpofatio’ri more often than signs that do not

~

have an outward rhoverne_nt.
GOOD undergoes categorical Negative Incorporation in ps1.,

while no French signers use Negative IncOrporation with GOOD.

We have hypothesized that tpis difference is due to early creoli-

14



14

zation of ASL. _ This creolization also restructured Negative
Incorporation from phonolc';gtcal assimilation in FSL to-a
grammatical rul/e in ASL.?
| The mount of Negative Incorporation varied with soclal
~kgrvaind factors’ of signers. French "si‘gners used less
N egative Incorporation than Americaﬁ signers p 'since French
sigpers had categorical absence of Neéativ_e Incorporation
with GOOD. Among French signers, women used more Negattve
Incorporation than Imen. Among A‘mer’lican signers, northwestern
s'ignexis used more Negative Incorporation tﬁan northwestern
sigpers . The trend for. French signere to use historically more
q0n5eri/at;ve forms\more often than Americans was also found * »
in earlier studies by Woodward (1976a) and Wdodward & DeSantis
(1975). The fact that French women signers use more negatively
assimilated forms than Prench men follows the expected situation
that women are generally ahead of ‘men in relation to linguisttc
change. l\fOrtheastern signers may use less Negative Incorporation
: than northwes'tertxl stgners', because of G'allauaet College'’s pressure
on eastern signers to appr0xirf1ate qulish in their signing. -
Negative Incorp"ora-tion not only offe;'s : interesting :lnsigjhts
into the structure of FSL and ASL, but also into the déscriptive

- and explanatory power of variation theory. By viewing
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ﬁegative InCOrpqration in a dynamic framework, we are able
1) to describe the Variéble ﬁSage of Negative Incorporation as
a phonologjcal process in FSL and aé a grammatical process in:
ASL-, 2) té show the historical continuum between FSL and ASL .
despite heaVy restructuring, and 3) to demonstrate the influences
of social variables on lancjuage ‘variation and change, especially

: .

illustrating the progressive role of women in sign 1anguage‘ c! ~

and the consServative forces in FSL as compéred with ASL.

16
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NOTES

1This paper wasupre'sented at the Annual Meeting of the Linguaigti%
Society of I-\’merica , Philadelphia, December, 197.6 . Research o0
which this paper was based was supported 1n part by NEH Réseﬂrcfl
Grant RO-2141¢ 75-196, NSF Research Grants GS-31349 and
SCC74-+. - and NIMH Research Grant NS—i0302~0'1.. The
findings and views presented in the paper do not necéssarily
repreisent the view of the granting agencies .

Z3ce StoLoe 1960 and Croneberg 1965 for the importafice of
residential schools in maintaining cu.ltural solidarity in the deﬂf

' community '
3Even if the analysis 1s restricted to words chosen from the
Swadesh 200 word list Woodward (1976b) found 39% l‘ate of

. cognates for 70 pair. This would hypothetically date the arri\/@l

- of FSL even earlier, between 707 B.C. and 317 A D, at a 90<:<7

level of confidence. Intralanguage glottochronologioai Com~

| parisons show expected time depths however For eXample.

Gelj man (1957) found a 97.5% rate of cognates for 70 pair

of Russian signs in a real 122"'yearrtime span. GIOttOChronolﬁgiGal _
procedures indicated a hypothetical span of 14 130 years at a 0% .
level of confidence. Woodward (197&}3) shows a 99% rate of

A

cognates for 423 pair of ASL signs in a real 58 year tlme spap’

¢ »

+ o
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‘example to us.

Glottochronological analyses showed a hypothetical span of
5-41 years at a 90% level of confidence. ‘Woodward (1976b)

also showed a 99.6% of cognates for 251 pair of ASL signs

with a real time depth of 63 years. The time depth estimated J

by glottochronology was 9 years.

4pata was also collected from 33 hearing signers, but it is.

‘not included in this study.

50ther ASL grammatical varia'hles , e.g. Agent-Beneficiary
Directionality, have beer s']s.oyvn to correlate strongly \rvith
these variables. \_
6FSL BAD is cognate with ASL WORSE the only diiference being
that many French signers do not ha\ve aSS1milated handshapes -
for the sign, while American sigfners do.
7We woul.d like to thanl£ Dennis Cokely for oointi_ng oot this

' N3

8The fact that French GOODB does not undergo Negative Incor-
X .

poration does not affect the relative weightings of features.

9The restructuring of a grammatical variation to a phonological

variatlon occurs in natural language change in oral languages
e.g. IS delc {on in Black English (Fasold 1976). Since phonology
is more subject to change than grammar, this situation is ex-

pected. Howev“er the restructurmg of a phonological change

18
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;0 a grammatical change is quite a different matter. We feel
that such restructuring as we have found would be more likely

caused by creolization than by natura] internal language change.

18
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